An Open Letter To Landowners and Deer Hunters in Bedford, Fairfax, Fauquier,
Franklin, Loudoun, Patrick, Prince William, and Roanoke Counties

by Matt Knox and Nelson Lafon, Deer Project Leaders,
and John Rohm, District Wildlife Biologist (Fairfax, Loudoun,and Prince William counties)

HELP! If you hunt deer or own property inany of theabove
eight counties, pleaseread thisarticle. Weneed your help to reduce
deer populationsin thesearess.

Over the past decade, the Department’ sdeer harvest dataindi-
catesthat deer populations have demonstrated significant increases
inal theseareas, except Fairfax. Fairfax’sdeer population hasaso
increased during thistime, but at ad ower rate. Higher deer popula-
tionsin these areas, combined with increasing human popul ations,
haveled toincreased deer-human conflicts (e.g., deer-vehiclecolli-
sions, property damage, etc.). Increased deer populationsin some
counties(e.g., Fairfax, Loudoun, and Prince William) are especialy
troubling cons dering the Department’s deer management objective
over the past decade has been to reduce these deer populations.
Despite having someof the most liberal deer hunting regulationsin
the nation, deer numbers continueto increasein these aress.

Hasdeer hunting failed in these areas? No, but neither hasit
succeeded in meeting the deer popul ation objectives. If it were not
for the current level of deer huntingin these areas, deer populations
and deer-human conflictsin these areaswoul d haveincreased even
faster.

Thebottom lineisthat doe harvest level shave not been suffi-
cient to reduce deer populationsin these areas. Something must be
donetoincreasedoe harvest level sin these countieson asustained
annual basis. Although hunting regul ation changes are often neces-
sary, opportunity currently existsto kill sufficient numbersof does
inal thesearess. It isthe opinion of the Department’sdeer manage-
ment staff that hunter and landowner education could bemore
important than regulationsin solving deer overabundancein these
aress.

Although decreasing numbers of deer huntersand properties
open to hunting are potentid barriersto controlling deer popula
tions, the bigger problemisthat deer huntersare not shooting the
“right” deer. Most hunters, giventhe choice, prefer to shoot an
antlered buck instead of adoe. But femal e deer control the deer pop-
ulation. No one hasever controlled adeer population by shooting
antlered bucks. A simpleexamplewill suffice. If onebuck iskilled,
asingledeer hasbeen removed from thedeer population. If hehad
survived for adecade, hewould havebeen only asingledeer a
decadelater. Onebuck can breed with anumber of does, so remov-
ing themaj ority of buckshaslittle or noimpact on the number of
fawnsborn. But what about shooting adoe?If onedoeiskilled, a
single deer hasbeen removed from the deer population. If shehad
survived for adecade, however, she and her offspring could have
contributed over 200 deer to the deer population. Thelesson hereis
simple. Shooting buckswill not control deer populations; shooting
doeswill. Deer huntersin these countiesmust begin shooting more
doesif wearegoing to reduce deer populations.

Will shooting more doeswipe out thedeer?No, but hopefully
itwill resultinlower deer popul ation densities, meaning fewer deer-
vehiclecollisionsand other conflicts. White-tailed deer would con-
tinueto beanintegral part of the cultureand ecosysteminthese
aress, just at lower levels. Besides, itisestimated that it will take 3-5
yearsof intensive doe harveststo reduce deer popul ations substan-
tialy inthesearess.
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Sowhy should deer hunters make thischangeintheway they
deer hunt? Thesimpleanswer isthat it iswhat the public wants.
Deer management in Virginiahas changed. For much of the past
century, the Department and its constituentsworked diligently to
restore deer populations acrossthe Commonwedlth. Thiseffort has
been one of themost remarkablewildlife success stories of the 20th
century. InVirginia, deer popul ationshaveincreased from an esti-
mated population of 25,000 deer in the early 1930sto approximate-
ly amillion deer today. Today, management emphasisison control-
ling deer herd growth, and, in many areas, reducing deer herds.
Currently, theonly economically feasibleway to achievethese
godsisthrough regulated deer hunting.

Theauthority to managedeer inVirginiaisvested withthe
Department through the General Assembly and the Governor. One
of themissionsof the Department isto manage Virginia swildlife
to maintain optimum popul ationsto servethe needs of the Com-
monweslth. Today, al citizensand interest groups must be consid-
ered in deer management, not just any one special interest group.
With deer huntersin Virginiacomprising lessthan 4% of thestate's
total population, itisimportant to also addressthe needs of the non-
hunting majority. It isclear that themgjority of citizensin counties
with frequent human-deer conflictswould liketo seethe deer popu-
|ation reduced.

If the Department isnot ableto meet the expectationsof the
genera public using hunting, then other deer herd reduction meth-
ods(e.g., out of season kill permits, sharpshooting) can be expected
toincrease. Inaworst-case scenario, white-tailed deer could be
declared anuisance speciesand shot at any time.

Inthelong run, reducing the deer population will benefit the
deer herd and deer huntersthemselves. Deer quantity and deer qual-
ity sharean inverserel ationship. Moredeer resultsin smaller, less
hedlthy deer; lessdeer result in bigger, healthier deer and healthier
habitat.

StrategiesFor Deer Hunters:

4+ Firstof dl, besafe.

4 Shoot abig doeinstead of asmall buck. Infact, shoot two and
tell your deer hunting friendsto do the same.

4 Support Virginia sHunters For The Hungry Program (donate
deer and money).

StrategiesFor Landowners:
4+ If conceivable, permit deer hunting that promotes harvest of
does.

4 Only alow deer hunterswho agreeto assist in reducing the deer
herd.

4 Favor hunterswho hunt during all seasons(i.e., archery, muzzle-
loading, and modern firearms).

4+ Adoptan“earnabuck” program and requirethat at least two
doesbekilled for every antlered buck killed.
For moreinformeation on the Department’s deer management
program(s), pleasevisit the Department’ sWeb siteat www.dgif.vir-
ginia.gov.
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